Crossing state lines of chronic mental illness.
A federal law passed in 1986 required states to develop service plans incorporating each state's own definition of chronic mental illness. This study considered whether the state definitions can be used to identify comparable populations of chronic mentally ill patients and to obtain a meaningful national estimate of the number of such patients. The study applied definitions of chronic mental illness used in ten states to a representative sample of patients receiving public mental health services in West Philadelphia over a two-year period. The prevalence estimates of patients defined as chronically mentally ill ranged from 38 percent using the Hawaii definition to 72 percent using the Ohio definition. The National Institute of Mental Health definition, used as a reference point, produced a prevalence estimate of 55 percent. The authors conclude that the considerable variance among the states in prevalence estimates renders the sum of state counts of chronic mentally ill patients of limited use.